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Zeke Hammertight
By

JESSE'STUART

o YOU be!ieve there .are sassafras

sprou~s on the Ken-

D, tucky hills? . Do you believe there are eternal rocks

and tough-butted shaggy-branched white-oaks growing
among Kentucky's eternal rocks? Do you believe there is
the whisper of winds in the wild-rose bushes and the wildgooseperry sprouts in these Kentucky hills where skies immeasurable fl~at above like a flock of buzzards in the sky?
Do you believe there is a hill-Kentucky with her boney acres
where the lizards crawl on the burnt-black logs and the
snails leave silvery traces on old moss-infested stumps? If
you believe these things ~re here and that there are buzzards, lizards, black-snakes, copperheads and crows-then
you can believe we have the Hammertights here-plentiful.
as the crows and the buzzards ; all the time slipping through
" the woods with shot-guns across their shoulders, sly as the
wind in the brush and curious as a hound-dog on a cold
trail.
"I'll tell you what is the matter with this hill country,"
says CousIn Milt, "It's overrun with sassafras sprouts and
the Hammertights. Every way you turn here you run into
a Hammertight. They are thiCKer than sassafras sprouts.
They are thicker than pawpaw sprouts and they are harder
to get rid of than persimmon sprouts in a pasture where the
cattle won't eat them. W'y they have beeu here, I guess,
long as the rocks have been here. You know a Hammertight
is tough as a hickory withe you burn and twist to. tie up
bundles of fodder." When a body walks doWn a path here
he is liable to meet a Hammertight. He might be carrying
·a gun across his shoulder just by chance he sees a squirrel.
"I'll tell you," says Cousin .Milt, "if some kind of a plague
don't come and sweep out the Hammertigh~ this country
is not going to have any' squirrels, groundhogs, possums,
[ 161]
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foxes, rabbits lef~F'to tell the! tale. W'y I wa~ out on thQhilI
this morning anlsaw old Zeke Hammertight dig a old she- .
groundhog out 0 a hole an~ took off four suckling young
groundhoggabo the size of kittens-knocked the old shegroundhog in th head wit~ a mattock handle. Put her in
his sack. Guess e's cooked her in the pot by now with green
beans and tate ./'1 guess he's et her by now. Shame the way
the Hammertigh and the ~assafras sprouts have took to
KentuckY. Can" get rid of: 'em anymore than you can get"
rid"of the rocks \ the Kentbcky hills-or the tough-butted
white-oaks that }'ow· like blackberry briars on the KentuckY claybanks.'
Old Zeke ~ammertight-you ought to see him.. Six"- feet four with a ~upped-in face-a face pent-in like·a half
moon with a lo~~ . chin and a handful of dead looking white
beard, wind-sca~red and falling over his shirt-unbuttoned
hairy chest. White beard with the stain of bright amberthe color of red-o.k leaf-stain-mixed with the white bridle- .
tassel of corn-sil~. You ought to see his long dangling arms
with the big blue Iveins running like little mountain _str~ms
of water on the, 'nter flank of a mountain. You ought ~o
see his steady bl e eyes that the years cannot dim anymore
than they' can e eternal Kentucky rocks-wear a little,
tear a litt~e-jus a' little py the wind, the sun, the rain, the"
sleet and the sno . Freeze a little, thaw a little and fade a
little as the year roll by. No wonder the Hammertights
keep coming like the young sassafras sprouts on the Kentucky hills-the assafras sprouts are rooted in the Kentucky earth and e cattle can't kill them; the 'winter can't
kill them; the d~uth can't kill them; and fire that burns
,over the earth a d kills their bodies can't kill them. They
,come again in th ~spring; ten young sassafras sprouts for
the old one that d,es. That's the way of the Hammertights.
The wars can't kill-them; the drouths can't starve them out;
the earth can be cIuel to them or kind . t o them-the high hill
earth-and peopl~ can fight them-but they keep on coming.
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They grow like the timber· here; and there is something in
their blood that makes them tough asa hickory-withe or a
tough-butted white oak. Cousin Milt says:
.Old Zeke Hammert~ght
The daddy 0' 'em all,
Fed 'em on groundhog
, Before they coul~ crawl.

.

"Well," says Cousin Milt to me, "guess you've heard the
latest. Old Zeke Hammertight's not nigh all there. He's
losing his. mind. Body's as good as it ever was- but he's
got something. wrong on the inside of his head." "It can't
be," I says to Cousin Milt. '" "W'y it can be too. Guess'r know
what I saw with my OWll eyes ~his morning." "Saw what?"
I says to Cousin. Milt.
"You know where my garden is," Cousin Milt answers.
"I was working there early this morning;" Zeke comes up
the road with that old shotgun across his shoulder that he
always carries around where ever he goes. He comes up to
the pal~ngs where I was cutting crabgrass out 'n the polebeans. .He says to me: 'Say, you know that young nephew of
mine, Young Zeke Hammertight.' And I says: 'Which one
of the Zeke Hammertights? I know a whole slew 0' 'em.'
And he says: 'Brother Zeke's Zeke.' And I says: 'W'y sure
I know him.' Then he comes right up to the palings and he
says: 'Come over here. I got something to tell you.' He
laid his gun. down there among the milkweeds-that old
scarred-barrel, columbia single-barrel he carries everyplace
he goes. I was glad he laid it down. Didn't know what he
might be up to. He says: 'W'y that young Zeke-my brother
Zeke's Zeke has been trying to pizen my cattle.' And I says:
~You don't mean it.' He says: 'W'y it's the gospel truth.'
He cupped his hands up beside his mouth and iwhispered
it to me thro~gh his cupped hands 'and there wasn't anybody in a mile to hear.' And he says: 'I met him awhile ago
.and told him he was tryi~g to pizen my cattle. He got mad
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and said he'd pou the hot lead to me. W'y I know he's trying to pizen· my ttle. I saw him across the meadow last
night-walk righ through that little patch of white-oaks by
the barn. Walke. right up among my cattle and he had rat
pizen spread on fried
. Irish taters and tried to give it to my
milk cows. That' the kind of pizen you give to fox hounds.
So I takes out af r him. He gets away. I know he ']was
there-I know th. way he come and the way he left-down
among the milkw eds and the sassafras sprouts by that little
patch of.sprouts. Yes---my own brother's boy trying to pizen
my cattle.' W'y the man is crazy. He's dangerous, .too.
Too much inbreed ng there-heads no bigger than drinkinggourds. Cousins· ~marryin first cousins, and uncles' marrying nieces, .and ephews a-marrying aunts. . W'y it's· the
awfulest mixup i that family of Hammertights you ever
saw. You know at, Quinn."
And I says; .'';Yes, it's a terrible mixup. It's just
sassafras sprouts mixing .with sassafras sprouts though."
"That's it," says ousin Milt. "Ought to mix the sassafras
sprouts with the pawpaw sprouts and that mixture with
the persimmon s routs. Then we would have one of the
dad-durnqest mix ps you~ever heard tell of. W'y old Zeke .
went on up the r ad from the garden this morning. Went
up past my barn. I h~ard a shot blast out 'n my barn like a
bolt of thunder"JI turned and saw old Zeke in the road
. kicking and CUSS~g-hOllering he was shot in the heart.
I saw young Zeke running right around the pint over there
back of my barn· ith his .gun on his shoulder-just a flying
off the eaz:1;h. 0 Zeke down in the road a kicking and
hollering he was ~hot
iIi the heart. I left
my work in the
I
'
garden. .I run ~ .ipt fast as I could get there. I didn't see
any blood. He s
'Look at my heart, Milt.' I tore his
shirt open and 10 ked and I couldn't see a mark. And I
says: 'W'y Z'eke, you ain't shot in no heart.' And he says:
'Look at both pels 0' my ribs.' So I too~ his shirt off
and unbuttoned h s undershirt. Wasn't a mark there. And
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I says: 'You ain't shot there, Zeke.' And he started cussing
and hollering and crying and says: 'Look at.,my legs then.
I'm shot some plaee.' So I pulled- his over~lls down and
looked at his legs. "Not a mark there," I says to Zeke.
Well, he jumped -up and never took time to put his overall
gallises over his shoulders. He run right out'n his overalls
-just in that old heavy long underwear hEt' wears of a
summertime. Took time to put that old shotgun across his
shoulder-just in his underwear, hat, and shoes, and he
took around that hill the way young Zeke went-just _a
hollering and a cussing and crying. He made better time
than any mule _could a made that I got on this place. Big'
and tall as he is and in that white underwear w'y he skeered
every horse to death on the road. .Had 'em a raring up and
breaking out wagon tongues~nd'; express shafts. - I never
saw a old man run like he run a~ound that hill. It's just
'been a hour or two since he run ~round' there."
"We'd better go over the hill and cut 'em off next to the
Post Office and see what has happene~~~ I says to Cousin
Milt. "Might go over there and kill -one another or kill
somebody." "No such good luck," says Cousin Milt,. "as
for a Hammertight
to kill a Hammertight. 'One sassafras
,sprout won't kill another. It might draw some stuff from
the ground that the other sprout wanted where they are
so thick on a bank-but even at that, one sprout can't starve
out another sassafras sprout. That's the way of the Hammertights. Look how he missed old Zeke' back there.
Missed him, with that old cock-eyed rifle he carries around
here across his shoulder."
Cousin Milt Zorns is big at the middle and little on
each end. He is like a calf that was weaned, too soon and
gluttoned on grass. Just wobbles as he walks and when he
talks he, wiggles his ears like a rabbit wiggles its ears.
Cousin Milt never cared much about me: Only he gets good
when the Hammertights give him trouble. Uses me then
, for a cousin. He needs my help. We walk up the path Ify
¥
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}he barn~ousi Milt is' iIi front and he says: "Whee!
God, it's hot.as a asted tater out here under these treesno air a'stirring nd this uphill pull." . Cousin Milt walks
in front, swingin his arms. He has his thirty-two in his
hip~pocket. "Ma not be able," says Cousin Milt, fingering
it, "to kill a rna with this the first crack-but 1 know
I'can stOp him." We walk right on up the hill-right up
the cow-path und r the trees whose leaves hang down like
~ilted pepper-po s.
"Young Zek ' and .old Zeke went around the horseshoe road," 1 says to Cousin Milt, "and when we walk across
this backbone rid here and drop down the other side we'll
jbst about be at t e oth~r cork of the horse shoe where the
Post Office is~ Tie other side of the horse shoe runs right
along up beside'., andy River. They're right over there
now. "
We walk up he hill. The buzzards sail in circles over
;. the ridge-<>ver t e wilted leaves and the lean cattle. They
sail in circles QVe us. They swoop and swerve in the high,
hot air-over the lean cattle and over us. They can't get·
Cousin Milt aJld e. We'll feed 'em the hot lead until .
they'll be buzza.r meat for the ants. It is easy walking
'down hill--easy ~r me. Cousin Milt says: "My knees
rattle like the_ wh els of our old buggy. And it ain't had
no axle grease on it for years." We walk down the hillunder the trees a d the buzzards and the hot wind and the
mare-tailed sky.
"I see them,' says Cousin Milt, "w'ylook yander.
They're not fightiIf. Coming up the road. Look yander. Each
on 0' 'em's got a sf-ck 0' meal on his shoulder." And I look
around the edge the brush by the path. There they come
~oming up the path toward us-talking.
Old Zeke is
talking with the oint of his shotgun that he is, carrYing
in his left hand.
e is holding a sack of meal, or a sack of
flour on his shoul er with his right hand. Young Zeke is
carrying a sack of meal or flour on his right shoulder, hold- ~
ing it with his ri ht hand and trying to talk with his left
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hand where he holds the long-barreled rifle. '''Are we going
to meet them?" I says to Cousin Milt. And he says: "Hell
yes..Why not? The crazy damned Hamniertights and the
sassafras sprouts are taking th!s country. They are taking.
Kentucky."
!
.
The wind lap-laps the poplar leaves about our heads.
It is a lazy wind. The sun is hot and the lizards are sleepy on
the rocks. They lift their heads when a green fly. passes
over ~~d swallow the green flies like a' ~oa.:d ~rog c~tch~rig
yellow-Jackets. The ground sparrows twit~r In the seedIng.
crabgrass. The 'voices of the men are lazy as thJ wind.
We can understand their words now just about the same
as we can understand words of the wind. They are coming
..
up the path from the Post Office.
"I didn't say it was you .Young Zeke," says old Zeke,
"trying to pizen my milk cows. I didn't say it at all. You
just thought t said it. l' know'l you wouldn't pizen my
stock." "W'y you diq say it," say~ young Zeke. "Yo~ told
Milt Zorns I was trying to pizen your milk cows. You've
, told it every place and got people afraid of me. No wonder
we can't marry women in other families. We have to
marry one of our kind-we have to marrY a Hammertight.
No wonder O\l:r heads are getting to be simpling heads. Our
hands are getting small. We are losing ou;r minds. No
wonder. We are all going to seed like these,straw: ~ats go'
to seed. Get big at the bottom and little at the toP. W'y
we have to m~rry one of our kind. We are Hammertights.
You go around and put out all this talk about me-your
brother's boy-about me pize:qing' your stock." "W'y,"
says old Zeke, "I'll tell you who is pizening my stock. I'll
tell you who is right after my milk cows. Oh, I lmow he is
the one. He's not a Hammertight. I'll tell you Young
Zeke who he is. :Hold over here and I will tell you." And
they stop over the hill-down below us in the middle of the
path.. Old Zeke drops "his shotgun-lets it drop on "the
ground by the wild ferns and the crabgrass. Above them
on the rugged ,slope is the cro~king rain crow. Above them

if

Ii<

r

I

I

L
Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1937

7

r

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 7 [1937], Iss. 3, Art. 4

168 ]

The

NI E W

M E"X leo

QUA R T E R L Y ,

are the eternal K!entucky rocks, the toug4.butted oaks, the

saw-briars·, the.~p.eenbrfars and' the blackberry briars.
Above. them in t~e air the buzzards are watching, a~d the
crows are watchimg-the lizard is watching too, and Cousin
Milt and" I are ~ atching. We are all out on the hill
together. The la y wind is listening as' old Zeke cups his
left hand and pu , it up beside his mouth so as to keep his
words from getti g away when he whispers his secret loud
enough for all t~e hills to hear. He .says: "W'y young.
Zeke, I never sa d you was trying to pizen my stock. I
never said it at U. I can tell you who it was though. I
know, for I seen hem going right across that little bottom
-right up throu I h the' milkweeds to my milk cows. 'Oh,
I know who it w s. I know who it was. And I am going
to get him. '- I am ~oing to get him at the pint ?f this gun."
Cousin Milt nudges me iIi the ribs. He whispers:
"Wonder who it raw this time trying to kill the old fool's
cattle? Going atound here and putting that out every
day. Somebody hat don't know he's crazy. as a bed-bug
might believe hi . Listen-let's see if we can hear what
he says." And w listen as he cups his hand a little closer
--draws in his bi fingers and makes them tight as a rail
pen so the words can't get out. They stand there iN the
path and the hill listen-the rocks listen and the lizards.
And the wind ,.sl s through the green wilted leaves and
listens. "Oh, it's' the Zornses that's pizening everybody's
over the country and, killing them in
cattle. Just goi
heaps. Shooting them between the eyes wh~n the pizen
won't take. Shoo ing them! Going right 'over the country
and giving them rat pizen on fried taters. It's the God
Almighty's truth, Young Zeke. It is that- Milt Zorns the
leader of it all. ..\dn't I see him cross that little bottom of .
mine-come righ up through the milkweeds-he had on
a white apron an -he had it filled with fried taters. Had
them soaked in t pizen. He went right up where my
cows was.; And e says: 'Swooke Gypsy. Swooke Star.'
And they come u to him-licked out their tongues and he
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polluted their tongues with rat pizen on them old taters and
they spit it out. 1 hollered at him and of all tearing out of
there-you never seen the liRe in your life.. God, he took
off that pasture like a racer snake and I told him! that I'd
see himJn the courthouse for trYing to pizen my milk cows.",
Cousin Milt pulls out his thirty-two. ,He steadieS his
quivering hands by putting the pistol across' a stump. ~ He
takes aim. 'He wants to be sure and, get old Zeke. "The
old lying crazy son-of-a-bitch," says Cousin Milt, "I'll make
him think I pizened his cattle. I'll give him a surer dose '
of rat-pizeR. I'll give him a dose he can't carry-a dose of
hot lead." And Cousin Milt holds the pistol ,teady. "Pow."
The smoke puffs up before our eyes. The lazy wind will
not take the smoke out so we can see~ "Did I get him ?"
says Cousin Milt. "You sure didn't," I says, "by all the
cussing I hear. Just listen t9 -that, won't you." And of
all the cussing any manevel" heard, we heard it. The smoke
thins and we see them running~ld Zeke with his sack of
meal or flour-and a white
stream pouring from it. "Put
. . '
a hole through the sack," says Cousin Milt. "Never got
him." And young Zeke is running with
sack ,On his
shoulder and a'i'rifle in his hand. They are r,unning and
cussing. Cousin Milt holds the pistol up and aims: '~Pow."
They
just run faster. Cousin "Milt·takes aim again: "Pow."
.
And a stream of meal or flour pOjlrs out of t1)e sack on
young Zeke's shoulder. "We can track them," says Cousin
Milt. "We can track them by the flour and meal. I'm sorry
I didn't kill that old crazy deviL' When a man goes crazy
he ain't any mo~e for the hills. Ain't no use to send him
to the asylum. Just work him to death "down there to get
his mind off worry. Just .as well, kill him here and give
him to the ants, crows and buzzards. W'y a crazy man is
dangerous. Sheriff Watkins has been told and told about
this man Zeke Hammertight and he's afraid to arrest him.
He's afraid of him. We don't want a sberiff like Watkins
anymore. He's going to get us all killed by Zeke Hammertight. The man going around here crazy as a bed-bug.
.....

a
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Come on and I'll t him. He'll not charge another Zorns of
pizening his cattl ."
We take ov t: the hill-down the path~across the
rocks, the stump , the fallen treeso-Cousin Milt in front
with the pistol in is hand. The sweat is pouring off him like
clear warm water'. ousin Milt's middle is too big for him
to do much runnin , and he is too small on both ends. Maybe
the lizard is watc iug us, maybe the rocks that have seen
men kill before a' d men go crazy. Rocks that have seen
stories they've ~o ~ngues to tell.
... .
"Here's the ~'eal'" says Cousin Milt, "might a knowed . .
nwhile ago a Ham ertight never buys flour. He don't know
what good biscuit taste like. Have cornbread for dinner,
I
breakfast, and su~per. 'Come on now-we got a hot track
an.d I'll bet you it II tak-e us to Greenbriar. There's where
they went. Went 0 get the sheriff." So we run the meal
track-a white st~eak over the dusty road. Rocks looking
down on us from t e high hill whence we came-down in the
pleasant valley no where the post office is-down where the
waters of the Li tIe Sandy moan. "A warm track we
got," I say. "Yes,la damn hot track," says Cousin Milt. We
run down th~ rQad.. "Better watch one of them old Indian
tricks old ZeKe mi~t.pull," I says to Cousin Milt. "He's not
going to hide in te brush and bush-whack nobody," says
Cousin Milt. "He' too afraid now. He's·going after the
sheriff ..." Cousi .Milt has his pistol in his hand. People
pass us on horseba I, in buggy, express, jolt-wagon, and old
T-models. They d n't pay much attention though-only at
the stream of mea~ poured along the road.. It ~s bread from
the high hills spilt flon g the valley-bread from the high hill
earth, for the Ha mertights live among the hills and they
raise their own co n and have it ground at the mill by the
post office.
.
"Here's the en of the meal," I says to Cousin Milt. And
it does end by the lIs of Little Sandy-the place where the
wagons ford the rIver only when we have had a big rain.
"No meal up the 0 her side," says Cousin Milt, "guess the
-ll
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meal all run out on 'em. And they've just throwed their meal
sacks in the rjver. Either this or they caught a ride into .
Greenbriar."
We. wade the rivet, the muddy water not up to, our
knees. Now we walk on the main road that leads us to Greenbriar. They will beat us to Sheriff Watkins~ But anybody
.knows a Hammertight here. Anybody can tell you old Z1ke
is crazy as a bed-bug and our word will go furtheJ;" w th
th~ law. "Who ever heard of a crazy .Zorns?" says Cou, in
Milt. ' "W'y if I go crazy I hope somebody gets me. I don't
want to be crazy. Somebody get me out here and work me
for ten cents a day like a lot of crazy people that are hired
out. W'y old Zeke would be better off dead." And we take
down the dusty road beneath the sun. Our clothes are wet
with sweat. Walking over the :hills in the July hot sun is
work where you have a lot to carry like Cousin Milt.
w~heY'ye just been here," says Sheriff Wa~kins, "just.
been here. Yes-two of the Hammertight boys~ Old Zeke
and young Zeke. Young Zeke said you scalped his shoulder
with a ball-showed methe mark. You just cut a trench
in the skin and .his meal sack with the same ball. Getting
mighty close. And you broke, one of old Zeke's slats-bul· let just grazed his side and br~ke a slat for him. He said
· you shot through his sack of meal too and tried to kill him.
. . Said he left his gun out on the Runyan Hill." "W'y," says
Cousin Milt, "he's crazy as a bed-bug and putting out all
over the country that I'm pizening his cattle. I can just tell
you the whol~ story, Sheriff." Anc;l Cousin "Milt tells Sheriff
Watkins the whole story. Sheriff Watkins just sits here and
he says: "Huh and u-huh. That's right." His jaws are fat
and rosy as a pink morning-glory in the sun. He is bigger in
the middle than Cousin Milt. 'He has little stubby han{is and
fingers like a groundmole's fingers. He bites off his finger· nails. He has a blue 'eye ~hat has a twinkle in it-and he has
'a row of gold teeth. "And that's th~ way .it was?" says Sheriff Watkins. And Cousin Milt says: "That's exactly the, way
it was. I thought Sheriff if I got to come in here and explain
it to you w'y you'd understand."
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"But he'll ki l~ me if I undertake to arrest him by myself," says Sheri Watkins. "Too many of them Hammertights. You can'~ tell what they'll do. Might bunch on me
and kill me. Justlbecause I'm a sheriff they'll think that is a
big thing to do. § on't like to take any chances on that Hammertight bunch."
"W'y we'll ~ Ip you, Sheriff.: We'll help you clean out
the whole Hamm rtight bunch," ~Y8 Cousin Milt. "I'lltell
you it is dange~tis to live among the Hammertights. I
wouldn't have o~e' of my blood to marry among them for '
nothing in this>v,v·de .world. All losing. their mi!1ds and going
·crazy. Just bec se they marry their kinfolks. Don't the
Bible say that yo spall not marry the second cousin? W'y
they marry their first cousins, their uncles and aunts-W'y
it's a sight the ay they carry on. They are just taking
Kentucky, too.' ust the Hammertights and the sassafras
sprouts. You 1m w, Sheriff-before you come to this office
you used to be a f rm boy. You kliow you couldn't whop the
sassafras sprouts -out." ,
"Good God mighty no," says Sheriff Watkins. "Them
sassafras sprouts I go up in smoke when I think about the
way I used to fi· t them. Pap fit them before he died. W'y
they took our fa . Got a start on us and we couldn't whop
'em out."
"That's wha I am trying to tell you, Sheriff," says
Cousin Milt, "t , sassafras sprouts and the Hammertights
are taking Kentu kyo Old Zeke, the daddy 0' 'em all is crazy.
We got to get hi in jail. Get him to the asylum. Or get rid
of him one."
You wO,uld
laughed to have seen Sheriff Watkins
when he came
to Cousin Milt's house. Here he was
sitting up there n a'sorrel-horse with a.,blazed face'" and a
nice tied-up tail I ittirig there big and fat in the middle as
he was, his starn+end just filling one of these cow-boy saddles and his sho t legs restin' in the stirrups, a big Winchester in his rig t hand resting across the saddle-horn, two
blood hounds th booed-booed all the time, raring to go,
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chained to the pommel of the saddle with a bright, strong
chain. "Well,'~ says Sheriff Watkins, "I've come, Milt, to
take back the bacon. If he runs I've got the dogs that'll put
him up a sapling quick as a hound-dog will tree a squirrel.
I've just thought it over~amnfool crazy as he is-w'y he's
. dangerous ,to the people here in the hills." ,
"I've told you that," says Cousin Milt, "all the time. I've
"
.
told you that the man was dangerous."
."Well," "says Sheriff Watkins, his blue eyes twinkling
under his brassy eyebrows and above his pink morningglory cheeks, "I'U tell you the ~ruth, Milt. Come a little
closer so I won't h~ve to speak too loud." "What about them
bloodhounds," says Cousin Milt. "I' believe they are after
man meat" And the bloodhounds snap and growl and rare
against the chain. "Be still, Queen. Be quiet, Lope." And
Sheriff Watkins jerks on the chain. The hound,s keep quiet
now. "They won't bite you," says Sheriff Watkins. "They
are just like .old quiet rabbit hounds. They want to take a
track and jump their meat. They'll never bother you. These
are smart dogs. They just about'know who is innocent and
'who is guilty. Just come over here, I want to tell you something." And Sheriff Watkins whispers to Cousin Milt so the
trees 'will hear, and the r~cks will hear and the:lizards. He
cups his hand by the side Qf his mouth and he whispers to the
world: "W'y MiIt-I bought that Hammertight vote. I
bought it from 'old Zeke. You know what old Zeke does
they all do. It was what elected me. I give forty dollars for
all their votes. I have just hated to come out here and chase
~Id Zeke like he was a rabbit. But I have to. He's a dan~r09s man. A sheriff can't take any chances on a man dangerous as he'is and a man crazy as a bed-bug. W'y he won't
ha~ sense' enough anymore to sell the family vote. So it
. doesn't matter much. I've got to run him down like a rabbit .
or get him."
~
"Just 'exactly what you'll have to do, Sheriff," says
Cousin Milt. "We've just got to go Hammertight hunting.
'Got my gun all greased up here and I brought "alObg a couple
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of the Raymond ys here. He's been going around and saying that old man aymond has been pizening his· cattle too.
So, we jusMnWp to clean u~ these hills and make them a
decent place ~i e. Got to get rid of the Hammertights and
the sassafras sprputs."
"We got t6t~atch in this hunt," says Sheriff Watkins,
. sitting high on t~e sorrel ho!se, "and keep ourselves in the
;. clear. Let the dO&f strike up a cold trail. Do you know where
old Zeke has bee~ in the past three days or th~ past three _
hours till we can'give these dogs the scent? They'll feteh
him around like a rabbit. Can't help it if he is crazy."
"Yes," says qousin Milt, "let's go down to his own milkgap. There's wh,.e he hangs out of a morning. Just about
ten after nine now. They've just milked their cows a little
while ago. I believe the dogs can get a fresh track."
"W'y they tell me," says Sheriff Watkins, "that old Zeke
lost his mind on cattle and horses. You know when a man
loses his mind it i ,always on some one thing. A woman come
in. to my office on last night and said she saw old Zeke out
there by a patch f bushes trying to ride a horse and there
wasn't any horse, here., Said he'd get up like he was getting
on a stump so he could jump on the horse's back. Then he
would act like he was a hold 01 the bridle reins. He would
heave on the rei and holler: 'Get up there hossy. Get up I
Cob. Whoa back Cob, pet! Whoa back boy! Good old Cob.'
Just a cutting all ends of crazy didoes right there and there
wasn't a sign of 'horse. She said it was right laughable to
see him riding th wind."
We follow heriff Watkins toward Zeke's milk-gap.
It is right up by t e edge of the river and a hill. Sheriff Wat.:
kins leads thew ,Cousin Milt walks behind him with his
rifle and I walk b ,hind Cousin Milt. The Raymond boy,s.., are
behind me with jcouPle of little twenty-twos that woffltln't
stop a blue-jay,l t alone a big man like Zeke Hammertight.'
Old Queen ~ndl L pe boo-boo and charge against the<chain.
"They're a rarinto go," says Sheriff Watkins. "Turn 'em
loose right here' oys. I believe they'll get the old Pup's
J
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.track. He ain't gone from this! milk-gap more than thirty
minutes. I can still smell him. Don't be afraid, Milt. They
, won't hurt you. Just unsnap the chain. They are after fresh
Hammertight meat."
,
Boo-boo - boo-boo ough-ough-ough - boo-boo.
Around the milk-gap they circle-sniffing the Hammertight
scent. I just wonder how they can trail that scent when
. there are piles of smelly droppings from the cattle-little,
black heaps among the rag-weeds and the sand-J:)ri~rs at the
milk-gap. I wonder how they ~ow what we want-why
they chase man and don't go out in the weed fields and jump
. a rabbit. They' have hit a traek..L.boo-boo-boo:.boo-ough
, ough, ough-andaround the hill. ""They have him. They've
got his scent," says Sheriff War'·ns, "got him a going sure
as God made little apples. No boys you fellows have all
rabbit hunted. You know just what it is. You know how to
watch for the rabbit. Just place yourself so you won't shoot
one another. You know a rabbit always comes back where
you jump it from. Or, it goes to its den. Now old Zeke might
go to his den. He might circle back here. And you know
, what to do when you see a rabbit coming, don't you?"
"Boy, listen to them hounds, won't you," says Cousin '\
Milt, "just pliaro-blank like rabbit hounds. Ain't they
bringing that old boy through the bushes. Going right to
the house. Come on, Sheriff, up there at the top 'of the hill if
we want to get a shot. They're making for the Hammertight house. Hurry up, Sheriff." And we take up the hill,
Sheriff Watkins up there on a horse's back, his starn-end
covering one of them little cow.;.boy saddles, his belly going
up and down as the horse lopes through the wind, over the
grassy hill, the' wind blowing fresh over the saw-briars on
the pasture'ltill. And lord, the chase is on, the, boo-boo and
the ough-ough of the blood-hounds-the bellering of the
pasture bull andlhe moo of the cows-the cracking of our
'feet against the earth as we follow the chase. "
"Take care," says Sheriff Watkins, "yander he goes.
Yander. he goes..There goes t~e rabbit we ~ant." Sheriff
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_Watkins brings h~S horse to a quick stop. His fore-feet skive
up the earth. fSheriff Watkins takes a quivering aim.
"Pow." And th~ blue-smoke spits from the long tongUe of
his Winchester.. ~l].e m~n keeps running. It is old Zeke all
right-,g'un iIJ. his,hand-QInning for the barn. "Pow." The
smoke is iii little' louds in the bright air. Zeke dives in at a
the barn. "Pow." "Pow." "Pow." And
hole in the side
our bullets splin r the planks on the barn. "Got in a hOI,e
on us," says She iff Watkins. "The old rabbit is in his hole.
Got him in his h Ie." Sheriff rides and we run toward the
barn. The blood~punds go up the hill-it looks like the tips
of their four fe are tied together under them-the way
they-are running up the hill.
"Youp-you
youp,"· and the bloodhound falls back
•. i
from the hole were it is trying to get in after Zeke. "Hit
my dog with hi,S gun-barrel,".says Sheriff Watkins-"Booboo-boooooo." . 'nd the other bloodhound tumbles in a.
half dozen fits 0 gr the hill. "God, he's hurt my dogs. Come
here, Lope. COll'l here, Queeny girl. I guess we'd better fire
that barn and br ng him out of there. W'y he's dangerous.
He's a dangerou criminaL"
"What did YCl>U say, Slieriff?" says Cousin Milt.
"I says," sa s Sheriff Watkins, "that he is a dangerous
criminal. That t e best way to get a rabbit from a brushpile
is to set fire to it Let's fire the barn."
"What abou the livestock?" says Cousin Milt. "You
don't want to b rn a lot of innocent cows and mules and
maybe little pigs with a crazy man!" "
"Right," sa s Sheriff Watkins, "right ·you are."
Whinnnnnn nnn.
"BUllet thro gh my horse's ear from that barn," says
Sheriff Watkins. ~'Look how it tore it open. Put the shots
to the side of the barn. Maybe one will go through a poplar
plank and get tliJ.at old polecat between the eyes. "Pow."
"Pow." "Pow." t';pow." "Pow." And the blue smoke swirls
on the fr~h mor ing wind. "Got him in a hole," says Sheriff Watkins.
'
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"He's down ilj1 behind the manger," says Cousin Milt,
"two-plank deep. That's .why the bullets can't reach him."
Whinnnnnnnn. Right above our heads. Whinnnnnnnn.
J l.!st a little closer. The bloodhounds come to us.. One with
a broken nose. One with a broken jaw. When they started
through the hol~ in the barn into the manger after old Zeke
he raps their noses with his gun-barrel. The bloodllounds
are breathing through their mouths. They wallow on the
grass and whine.
.
. "Tie them to the chain," says Sheriff Watkins to one of
the Raymond boys-shooting around with a little twentytwo-worth about as much as a good sandrock to throw in
this hunting game. Raymond snaps the chain. Sheriff Watkins ride~ back across the field. "Say," says Sheriff Watkins,
"come away from that barn. We are all going to get killed.
If we cou'id just fire that barn. If"we could just smoke him
out of the hole like you do a rabbit or a possum." Sheriff
Watkins rides out across the field. His belly goes up and
down like a leaf in the wind. The Raymond boys are behin<L,
the horse. Cousin Milt and I are-behind the horse. We are
breathing hard. CQusin Milt looks back. He says: uLook
yander won't y,e around that barn." And we stop and look
back. If you could only see the Hammertights around that
barn. More than a ,acre of sassafras sprouts on a Kentucky
yellow-clay- bank. A whole .army of Hammertights armed
with goose-neck hoes, briar-scythes, double-bitted axes,
broad-axes, apple-butter stirs,'clubs, four-year-old clubs,
and two-year-old clubs-rocks-sand rocks and flint rocksjust a whole army of them swarming around the barn. I
tell you the Hammertights and the sassafras sprout are
going to get K~ntucky in the end.
,
uSay," says Sheriff Watkins, "this fighting is getting
. right forme. Just the kind of fighting I like to fool with.
I'll conduct this battle like the Father of o.ur Country,
George Washington, when he crosseq the Delaware. I'll
do it like Teddy did when he charged up the hill of San
Juan. We'll call this the battle of the bresh. We'll go right
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up there among them Hammertights and send 'em back to
the bresh. We'l .send them back to the sassafras sprouts.
I'll stay right he and shoot once in a while and Milt Zorns
you go to Gree riar and by this order of Sheriff Watkins
you deputize e' 'r man between the years of sixteen and
sixty-five able to take bead on a rifle and bring him. out here.
Also, see Jim C dill and have him to gear up his mules and
, pring that big c ate out here they hauled that big boar hog
with them long ushes to All Corn in. We're going to need
, that crate.. Ifh ld a ~ld b.oar and it.will h.. old a craz'f'~ !fl.an~"
__ .
"All rIght, SherIff," says COUSIn MIlt. And i e ~runs
down the path, ast the willows toward the ford. Sh~rtff
Watkins holds
u . 'his Winchester and shoots. He rIdes out
.
across the field i front of the Hammertights. He rides fafst '
through the pur Ie iron weeds. He shows., them he is still
here and acts lik he is just a little afraid to make the attack.
He is like the f ;her of our country. He has the Hammertights fooled. ~en he gets re-enforceme.nts he will charg.e
the hill like TedfY Roosevelt. Sheriff Watkins is a fighter.
He might have ~ink morning-glory cheeks and a belly that
goes up and do, like the wind, but our sheriff is a fighter.
"We can hold o~ a :few minutes longer," says Sheriff, "I am
just praying tha, Milt hurries with new men. We need them .
right now to cn rge *that hill." And Sheriff Watkins rides
around and the norse prances in front of" the army of Hammertights gathe ed around the barn where old Zeke is. "I
tell yout says . heriff Watkins, "when the Hammertights
want to gather
their men and women to take up arms,
they tell me the, ( ring a big dinnerbell down ther.e at old
Zeke's place. So . ething strange it don't take 'em a~l day to
get ready."
"Whooppee. Whooppee 1" they holler. It is our men-'
if you could onl see. The road is filled with them-shot
guns across thei shoulders, twenty-two rifles, a few with'
clubs-al·l the ns in Greenbriar have been mustered out
to fight the Ha mertights. "I tell you',"" says one of the
Raymond boys, 'we ought not only to run 'em to the bresh
0
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but we ought to leave 'em there. W'y long as .we leave a
Hammertight in these hills for seed we won't be able to find
a wild walnut, a butternut, a hazelnut, nor a chestnut. They
even take all the wild blackberries, the raspberries, the dew'berries-they find all the wild ho~ey in the w~ods and keep
the groundhogs killed out till you can't get a mess. I'm telling you this country will be better off witho ~ Hammertight left-Sheriff-of course, you can
as you please
.J
about it."
"Do you think," says Sheriff atkins, "that Teddy
Roosevelt would have ldlled the innocent women and children? Do you think the father of our country -yvould have
killed the innocent women and children ? Well, do you
think Sheriff Watkins is going to do it? If you do you are
badly mistaken. Listen to me,· fellow citizens' and soldiers
for the state. Don't you harm a woman or a child. Get ready
for the charge. Make it a charge now I"
'~Sheriff, what if a woman comes at you with a club?
Must I let her brain me? 'You know the Hammertight
women are tough as the men. Hunt with them. Shoot with
them. Ride with them. They are fighters.'"
. "Make them disperse the clubs," says Sheriff Watkins,
umake them disperse the clubs !"
,
We have an army big as the Hammertights. We are
better armed. We are getting ready for. the charge. The
Hammertights can see us. They· shake their hoes, pitchforks, and rakes, and axes at us. They shake their fists". But
that does not matter. We are going after them. We are in
lines that crook like red worms crawling on the ground in
April just before a good time to fish. All of our men are
armed better than the Hammertights.. You know a doublebarrel shotgun shooting number three shots with black. powder, is better than fifteen clubs, five pitchforks, and ten
garden hoes-five briar scythes and a half dozen double-bitted axes.
"Boys, when I blow between my fingers that is the
signal to cparge the hill," says Sheriff Watkins. "Jim Cau-
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dill, you be righ behind with the mules and the wagon!"
We are all waiti K for the charge. The poor crying bloodhounds are with s. Maybe they are waiting for the charge.
They sniff with t eir broken noses. 'They are waiting for the
charge.
"Lord," say _ Isaac Sneed, "I didn't know Sheriff Watkins was getting ,- e in a battle big as the Battle 0' Bunker
Hill."
"Wheeeee-:-t ooo~looooo--:.dooooo." . We ch~rge uithe hill-8heriff Watkins in the lead-the
. bloodhounds at h heels. It looks like all their feet are tied
together-their I rs are spread to the wind. The hill is
black with men. Ee start up the hill hollering--"-Oneright
after the other-s .reaming-no wonder the crow flying over
changes its cour~ .j. N 0 ~onder the bloodhounds bark and
Sheriff Watkin's\Lnorse snickers. We are charging up the
hill-grass under sprouts under-our feet-up, ,up, up, up
the hill and th screams-the screams of the menwhooppee! Whoo pee! Whoooooooooooopppppeeeeeeeeeeee.
We are right afte the Hammertights.
"Don't shoot ·et, boys," says Sheriff Watkins, way up
in the lead, his be Iy going \lP and down with the wind. His
fat little hand hoI ing the bridle rein and his fat little hand
holding a Winche ter. The boo-boo of the hounds and the
ough-ough-ough. tight up the hill toward the barn. Wagon
corning right beh d us with a crate on it and the mules
loping in the har ess and the mules cutting up in the har..
ness scared to dea~il. Boy what a time going up the hill !
Hammertightk .start to run-right out through the
sprodts. Just we~ ,east, west, and crooked. Never saw as'
many Hammertig' ts in one congregation in my life. Just
jumped out 'n the 'sassafras sprouts like cottontails. Girls
flew out'n the ra~eeds like grasshoppers on a hot day.
Took to the woods like wild quails. Rakes flew ever such
way. Threw the ,I right! and left. Garden hoes a flying
through the sass\ iras sprouts. Broad-axes and doublebitted axes, briar- cythes and clubs agoing .ever such a way.
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Never saw 'anything like it in my'life. And the Hammer':'
tights on the run-right back to the bushes like rabbits. It
suits them there. They are used to the brush and they, like
the brush.
"Come on to the barn, boys," says Sheriff Watkins,
"come right on to the barn. Got him here in the hole-rab- .
bit in the hole. Bring that wagon right on, Jim Caudill."
And the wagon rolls over the rough p~sture earth-the
mules have their tongues out-snorting and the foam is
flying f·rom their thick gummy mule lips. "Get in there,
Milt Zorns-you and the Raymond boys. and drag tpat rabbif
from the hole. Get you a pole and twist in the seat of,his
pants and twist him out like you'd twist out, a rabbit. If
you can't twist him out-get a bee-smoker and some rags
and smoke, him out. That'll fetch him. It'll fetch out any,
varmint-even a polecat."
Cousin Milt jumps in the hole right after Zeke and the
bloodhounds right after Cousin Milt. You ought'to have seen
them working around the hole, just like dogs hot after a
polecat. Men rushed on up the hill and waited ~round to see"
old ZeIre. Some of our men wa~ch the sassafras sprouts to
keep the Hammertights scared out. "Not a man killed so
far," says Sheriff Watkins, "be careful Milt a;nd bring old
Zeke out alive. 'We got to take him to Greenbriar in that hog
crate. Make people think we all been hunting and got a
bear." . Of all the fussing back under that manger and ~he
hollering and cussing-jUst like a young hound dog going
back in a hole and getting a ground hog. Just a spitting and
biting and fighting-hounds backed out of the hole first and
here come Cousin Milt with old Zeke's leg. OldZeke with
dirt in his whiskers and his long white hair-cussing and
spitting and saying to Milt: "You did pizen ~ my milkcows.
You know you did. I saw you coming right up across that
little bottom out'n that milkweed patch. Oh, you did pizen my
milkcows." And four of our men grab old Zeke and put him
in the crate. We twist the old gun from his hand-the old
Zeke-the daddy of 'em all, in' a crate and we start to town.

.
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The wagon goes i front with Sheriff Watkins riding beside
the wagon and all he men in Greenbriar- between the ages .of
sixteen and sixty- ve right behind the wagon with guns on
their back. Old Z~ke just clawed at the planks on the crate
and hollered andrfPssed. He'd say: "Let me go back to the
woods. You did (Pl~n my cows. You know you did. Let me
go back to the hill~. I'll, show you where a den of groundhogs is. I'll sho f you where you can find the good wild
raspberries. I'll s ow you where you can find the walnuts
and the butternut if you'll let me out'n this chicken coop.
Where you taking me-going to kill me and hang me up on
a gambling pen lije a butchered hog? You going to butcher
me for meat?"
"He's not sa e among civilized people," says Sheriff
Watkins. "He'll *ow where he is when he wakes up in the
asylum. H~'s IucJry to get there. All this expense on the
county taking hini over there. W'y he's not anymore good.
He ought to be l' out there among the sassafras sprouts.
Out there-·for the rows and the buzzards. Making us fight
the Battle 0' Bunk rHill over again to get him." You ought
to see us going to' reenbriar. Like a big bunch of men been'
to the hills and· ca ght a bear. Just that away'-a long line
of men behind the Wagon and Sheriff Watkins up front-·
just riding as big with the bloodhounds with broken noses
strapped to the s 'dIe.
Maybe the h' Is I know we got old Zeke Hammertight.
Maybe the eternal rocks of Kentucky know it and the lizard
knows about it. The sassafras sprouts know that we got
him. Like the bu ard, the .crow, the lizard, and the snake,
old Zeke would 1 e to get out of that hog-crate and run
.wild over his Ke ucky hills again-iun ,wild forever over
. the hills that have reduced him and his generations thick as
the hair on a dog' back, thick as the sassafras sprouts on a
Kentucky poor-clay bank and under the Kentucky wind, and
sun, an~ moon and stars.
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